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Summary 

This report discusses selected veteran pension programs administered by the Department of 
Veterans Affairs (VA): 

• The Improved Disability Pension makes payments to certain low-income 
veterans. In FY2013, the program paid an average benefit of about $11,300 to 
about 3 10,000 beneficiaries. 

• The Improved Death Pension makes payments to certain low-income spouses 
or children of deceased veterans. In FY2013, the program paid an average benefit 
of about $7,000 to about 210,000 beneficiaries. 

• The Medal of Honor Pension makes payments to veterans who were awarded 
the Medal of Honor. Fewer than 100 veterans qualify for that pension. 

This report also discusses the eligibility criteria and current benefit levels of these programs and 
provides data on the number of pension beneficiaries and average annual benefit amounts for 
FY1 999 through FY20 13. 
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Overview 

The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) administers pension programs for certain low-income 
veterans and their surviving spouses and dependent children. This report discusses the Improved 
Disability Pension, which makes payments to certain low-income veterans, and the Improved 
Death Pension, which makes payments to certain low-income surviving spouses and dependent 
children of deceased veterans. To qualify for either program, individuals must have become 
eligible for payments on or after January 1, 1979. Both pension programs were created by P.L. 
95-588, the Veterans and Survivors Pension Improvement Act of 1978. 

In addition, this report discusses a special pension program for Medal of Honor recipients. 

This report does not discuss several other pension programs that are administered by the VA, such 
as the Old Law Disability Pension and the Section 306 Disability Pension, which make payments 
to low-income veterans, and the Old Law Death Pension and the Section 306 Death Pension, 
which make payments to low-income surviving spouses and dependent children of veterans; these 
programs apply only to veterans and their survivors who became entitled to such benefits before 
1979. 

This report also does not discuss pension programs for veterans of specific periods of war before 
World War I, such as the Civil War, the Indian Wars, and the Spanish- American War. 

Finally, this report does not address the military retirement system. For information on that 
system, see CRS Report RL34751, Military Retirement: Background and Recent Developments, 
by Kristy N. Kamarck. 

The Improved Disability Pension Benefit 

The Improved Disability Pension provides a monthly benefit to certain low-income veterans. The 
monthly benefit is based on a maximum annual benefit, and the actual benefit received by the 
veteran is reduced by the veteran’s “countable” income. A veteran with countable income above 
the maximum annual benefit amount is not eligible for the pension. 

Maximum Annual Benefit Amount 

The maximum annual benefit amounts for the veterans’ pension benefit are set in statute 1 and are 
based on the presence of a spouse or dependent child (or children) and whether the beneficiary 
needs additional care or is housebound. 2 The annual benefit amounts are adjusted automatically 
by law each year to reflect a cost-of-living adjustment (COLA) equal to the COLA for Social 
Security benefits. 3 For example, effective with the payment for December 1, 2014 (which was 
made in January 2015), the maximum annual amount for the pension benefit is $12,868 for a 
veteran and $16,85 1 for a veteran with one dependent. If two veterans are married to each other, 
the maximum annual amount is $16,851, the same as for a veteran with one dependent. 



1 38U.S.C. §1521(b)-§ 1521(g). 

“ Aid and attendance is provided when a veteran needs another person’s help to perform activities of daily living, such 
as eating, dressing, or taking a shower. 

3 38 U.S.C. §5312. For more information on the Social Security COLA, see CRS Report 94-803, Social Security: Cost- 
of-Living Adjustments, by Gary Sidor. 
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